A GROUP OF NOBLE DAMES

any case a reward); for one day, many months after
her second husband's death, a messenger arrived at
her gate with the intelligence that Sir William Hervy
was again in Casterbridge, and would be glad to know
if it were her pleasure that he should wait upon her.

It need hardly be said that permission was joyfully
granted, and within two hours her lover stood before
her, a more thoughtful man than formerly, but in all
essential respects the same man, generous, modest to
diffidence, and sincere. The reserve which womanly
decorum threw over her manner was but too obviously
artificial, and when he said 'the ways of Providence
are strange/ and added after a moment, 'and merciful
likewise/ she could not conceal her agitation, and
burst into tears upon his neck.

1 But this is too soon/ she said, starting back.

' But no/ said he. ' You are eleven months gone
in widowhood, and it is not as if Sir John had been a
good husband to you/

His visits grew pretty frequent now, as may well be
guessed, and in a month or two he began to urge her
to an early union. But she counselled a little longer
delay.

* Why ?' said he. ' Surely I have waited long !
Life is short; we are getting older every day, and I
am the last of the three.1

< Yes,' said the lady frankly. ' And that is why I
would not have you hasten. Our marriage may seem
so strange to everybody, after my unlucky remark on
that occasion we know so well, and which so many
others know likewise, thanks to talebearers.'

On this representation he conceded a little space,
for the sake of her good name. But the destined day
of their marriage at last arrived, and it was a gay time
for the villagers and all concerned, and the bells in the
parish church rang from noon till night. Thus at last
she was united to the man who had loved her the
most tenderly of them all, who but for his reticence
might perhaps have been the first to win her. Often
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